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The Intertwining: The Recursion of the Seer and the Seen

Perhaps the most difficult task for a reader of The Visible and the Invisible is to understand what Merleau-Ponty  means by the “intertwining.”  The brevity and scattered nature of his comments on this concept and the fact that this work remains unfinished contribute to this difficulty.  Because of his untimely death, we cannot know with any certainty what the final state of this work would have been.  All we have are fragments and indications.  What they show is that Merleau-Ponty was working on a basic characteristic of being itself: namely, the tendency of a being to be affected or conditioned by that which it affects or conditions.  The formal (mathematical) conception of this type of self-affection (or self-conditioning) is that of recursion. After having shown how Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the intertwining grows out of his inquiry into perceptual faith—more specifically in the conditions for the possibility for its justification—I will then show how such conditions imply that being itself is recursive.

Perceptual Faith

As Merleau-Ponty writes, perceptual faith seems to embrace a contradiction. I assert, for example, “that I see my table, that my vision terminates in it, that [the table] holds and stops my gaze with its insurmountable density…. Still, as soon as I attend to it, this conviction is just as strongly contested by the very fact that this vision is mine.”
  “The ‘natural’ man, he adds,  “holds on to both ends of the chain, thinks at the same time, that his perception enters into the things and that it is formed this side of the body.”
  Thus, the very “experience of my flesh … has taught me that perception … emerges in the recesses of a body”—my body.
  Similarly, I put the perception that the other has “behind his body”—i.e., in his head (ibid.).  Yet, we both claim that our perception terminates in something out there.  In fact, we regard each other and the seeing we engage in as out there among the things.  As embodied, we are present among them; the seer, because he has a body, is also seen.  He is, as seen, taken to be in the world.  Yet the world, as seen, is also taken to be something in him—that is, somehow “behind his body.”  Thus, each of us, has to say, “I am in the world and the world is in me.”  This double assertion is, on a basic level, that of the intertwining of the perceiver and his world.  The thought of this intertwining begins with the question:  How can both assertions obtain?

The reason why I can say that perception is “mine” –that is, emerges from the recesses of my body—is that I perceive in and through my body.  Having a body, however, places me in the world.  Thus, “my hand,” Merleau-Ponty writes, “while it is felt from within, is also accessible from without, itself tangible for my other hand.” Touched, “it takes its place among the things it touches, is in a sense one of them….”
  In other words, it is of the same order as the things it senses.  The hand that is touched is in and a part of the world it touches.  Yet, this tactile world is also in it.  The hand that touches provides a place for the tactile to appear.  The same holds for my body as such.  In my bodily being—concretely, through my eyes, ears, tongue, nose, skin, etc.—I provide the venues for the world’s appearing.  As Merleau-Ponty expresses this, “because our flesh lines (tapisse) and even envelops all the visible and tangible things with which nevertheless it is surrounded, the world and I are within one another ….”
  My flesh lines (or covers) the world by providing measures “for being, dimensions to which we can refer it.”
  Though flesh, I can refer to the sensible aspects of being.  I can measure it along the axes or dimensions of its tastes, sounds, smells, roughness and smoothness.  Now, my body can provide such measures because it does not sense the world as an external observer; it senses it as  part of it.  In Merleau-Ponty’s words, my flesh is capable of measuring the world “because  my eyes which see, my hands which touch, can also be seen and touched, because, therefore, in this sense they see and touch the visible, the tangible from within ….”
  It is this very sense of encountering and measuring being from within that perceptual faith embraces when it declares that its vision is out there, terminating in the object.

Horizonality

The conclusion Merleau-Ponty draws from this analysis of perceptual faith is not merely that “the world and I are within one another.”  It is also that “there is no anteriority of percipere to percipi.”
  We cannot say that the perceiving is prior to the perceived or vice versa.  Rather, the intertwining of seeing and the seen signifies the priority of visibility itself.  In his words: “What there is then are not things first identical with themselves, which would then offer themselves to the seer, nor is there a seer who is first empty and who, afterward, would open himself to them ….”
  What there are are “things that we could not dream of seeing ‘all naked’ because the gaze itself envelops them, clothes them with it own flesh.”
 Thus, the red of a red dress is, in the intertwining of seer and seen, “a momentary crystallization of colored being or of visibility.”

There are two ways to express this conclusion.  The first is epistemological.  Given that perception is a function of having sense organs: eyes, ears, tongues, noses, skin, etc., all perceivers are necessarily embodied.  Since embodiment is a necessary condition of perception, and there is no visibility without perception, embodiment must structure visibility itself.  This means that visibility has the structures of horizonality.  Its foreground-background structure is ordered according to the “near to” and the “far from” my sense organs.  When the “far” becomes the “near,” when, for example through my bodily motion, I approach a distant object, a new distance, a new “far”—a new horizon providing the background for the near—opens up.  Furthermore, the visual transition from the near to the far occurs perspectivally.  Things, as I move among them show first one side (the side facing me) and then another.  In all this, my body is both my openness to being and that which gives it a concealing character.  I can see because I have eyes in my head,  but this very fact means that seeing what is in front of me is not seeing what is behind me.  The being that appears is always surrounded by the being that does not appear, that is hidden.

Phenomenologically speaking, these conclusions are obvious.  They follow from the fact that my embodiment demands that I have a given spatial “point of view.”  Correspondingly, what I see, the visible as such, is structured by this necessity.  It must contain the apparent and the hidden.  What is less obvious is that the division between the two underpins my ability to question or even to have an intentional relation to the world.  Without the hidden, my questioning cannot begin.  I do not, for example, ask if the front of a red house is red as I stand before it.  I can, however, ask about what color the house is inside.  As this example indicates, I can only sincerely ask about what I do not know, i.e. about what is not present or given to me.  Such nonpresence, however, characterizes the being-seen-in-horizon that is necessitated by my embodiment.  A similar point can be made about my intentional relation to the world.  When, for example, I assert that my present perception is “of” a chair, I make a distinction between the perception and the chair.  The chair offers me more than a single perception.  It appears in a whole horizon of perceptions, of which the present perception is just one member.  Phenomenologically, when I say that the perception is intentional—that is, is a perception of the chair, my claim is that this perception is a member of what Husserl calls the “inner horizon” of this object.  It is part of the connected, indefinitely extendible set of experiences which constitute the visibility of this object.  This implies that visibility, insofar as it has a horizonal structure, is also intentionally structured.  It always is given from a point of view, a point from which it appears one perception at a time.  Because these perceptions can form “inner horizons,” there is always membership, always the attribution of a perception to the inner horizon to which it claims a membership.  The intentional relation of a perception or a “consciousness” to a visible object is, phenomenologically regarded, just such membership.

The preceding epistemological reflections have an ontological counterpart.  If we are really going to affirm with perceptual faith that our senses grasp being rather than appearance, we have to say that the structures of appearing are those of being itself.  The affirmation here is that being is itself horizonal.  The structures of appearance and hiddenness that characterize visibility are also those of being.  This implies, as Merleau-Ponty remarks, “if Being is hidden, this is itself a characteristic of Being.”
  Given this, we cannot say that the object is something that is there all at once, its nonperceived aspects existing in the same fashion as its perceived aspects.  Rather, to take an example, we have to affirm that the visible, perspectivally appearing object exists horizonally.  Its being there as a side is one with our regarding it as such.  For Merleau-Ponty, then, “what merits the name of being” is “the system of perspectives that open up to it….”

The radical, yet scientifically verifiable nature of this claim is apparent when we apply it to the worlds of the very large and the very small.  Thus, in quantum mechanics the electron “is” where it is observed to be when it is observed.  Its position is not just uncertain before its measurement.  It has no definite position.  The most we can calculate is its probability of being detected at some position.  It “exists” at a location as a probability density.  Similarly, in relativity theory, we cannot speak of absolute time or spatial extent.  The length and observed clock time of an object is nothing in itself.  It only has a value in terms of the object’s speed relative to an observer.  That the observer is intertwined with the observed points to the fact that intentionality itself is not just a structure of the visible as such; it is also inherent in being.  

The Recursion of Flesh

Given that the structures of visibility are set by embodiment, the claim that they are also the structures of being leads Merleau-Ponty to speak of being in terms of embodiment.  When he does, he calls it “flesh.”  “Flesh,” he writes, “is not matter, is not mind, is not substance.”  It is, rather, “a sort of incarnate principle that brings a style of being wherever there is a fragment of being.  The flesh is in this sense an ‘element’ of Being.”  It is like the “earth, air, fire and water,” which were once thought to be elements, insofar as they designated styles of things.
  Flesh, here, does not refer primarily to our flesh—something we overlay on the world.  Rather, “it is an ultimate notion … it is not,” Merleau-Ponty claims, “the union or compound of substances”—for example, body and spirit—“but thinkable by itself.”  
  The thought of flesh does, of course, involve me insofar as it expresses  “a relation of the visible with itself that traverses me and constitutes me as a seer.”
  But as such, it involves more than me.  It “is the formative medium of the object and the subject,” which means that “we must think of it … as an element, as the concrete emblem of a general manner of being.”

What is this manner of being?  Merleau-Ponty describes it as “the coiling over of the visible on the visible.”
  This coiling over is “the return of the visible upon itself”—one that proceeds via the “carnal adherence of the sentient to the sensed and of the sensed to the sentient.”
  The return is a kind of back and forth between the two.  Using the image of the bursting open or dehiscence of seed pods, Merleau-Ponty writes: “flesh is … the dehiscence of the seeing into the visible and of the visible into the seeing.”
  The back and forth between the two is characterized as like “that certain divergence, that never-finished differentiation, that openness ever to be reopened between sign and sign.” The reference here is the ability of our mental life to enrich itself each time it returns to itself via the signs it uses.
  The return, in other words, is not simply an unchanging back and forth.  It is characterized by openness, differentiation, and divergence.  

Formally speaking, a return that is not mere repetition is known as “recursion.”  Recursive processes are those where the results of the process feed the process.  For example, in mathematics, a recursive function is one that operates on a number (its “argument”) and uses the resulting number as its new argument.  Thus, taking the function x + 1 and letting the initial argument for x be 1, we have the function equal 1 + 1 or 2.  Taking this result as the new argument for x, we let x = 2 and x + 1 now gives us 2 + 1 or 3.  Such a return of the result to the function can be repeated indefinitely.  Its basic idea is that of a feedback loop and, as such, is found everywhere.  It characterizes flesh, for example, in its metabolic processing.  The metabolic process of flesh takes in nourishment, turns it into flesh, i.e., into the very metabolic process that it is as a living growing organism, using the result to acquire further nourishment.  This recursivity characterizes life as such: the results of its processing is itself as a process.  Through this result, that is, through itself, it continues the metabolic process, the result being itself as a metabolic process.  This means, as Hans Jonas observes, “organisms are entities whose being is their own doing ... the being that they earn from this doing is not a possession they then own in separation from the activity by which it was generated, but is the continuation of that very activity itself.”
  It is because of this that they display a certain primitive intentionality, a certain stretching out or directedness towards the world.
  Organisms have a world towards which they are directed since the processes that they are require it.  To succeed they must find nourishment; to be they must reach out of themselves.  Of course, only the most primitive organisms feed on inorganic matter.  In general life feeds on life.  As we ascend the food chain, its return to itself involves increasingly complex organisms and organic processes.  

A similar increase in complexity characterizes consciousness.  It too is recursive.  It also works on the result of its processing.  Thus, on the lowest level it takes the impressions it receives from the world and acts to retain them.  To preserve what it retains, the retention that it forms is itself retained.  In other words, the retention itself becomes the new “argument” for the retentional function.  The iteration of this recursive process thus results in chains of retentions of retentions of incoming impressions.
 Each impression is held fast or retained by its chain.  Its degree of pastness is given by the number of retentions that intervene between it and its present retention.  Now, the retention of a series of temporally diverse impressions transforms consciousness.  Without retentional processing, consciousness is simply a fleeting awareness of a momentary impression.  After such processing, what fills it are the series that make up a temporally extended appearance.
  When we take this result and see this series as presenting a given object, this object becomes the focus of consciousness.
  At this point, the individual appearances (the individual members of the series) are viewed in terms of their membership in an ongoing set of appearances.  Each becomes “of” it; each, in other words, is now taken as an appearance “of” the object that appears through the set.  Without belaboring the point, this result can also be processed.  The appearing objects resulting from the last stage of processing can be seen as part “of” a higher unity, a state of affairs.  

What we confront here is an increasingly complex relation of the seer to the seen.  The recursive return of the seen to the seer transforms the latter’s apprehension from a momentary awareness of a fleeting impression to an awareness of a temporally diverse series of impressions, and then to an awareness of objects, and from thence to an increasingly complex awareness of states of affairs.  A corresponding increase in complexity characterizes the intentional relation of the seer to the seen.  If flesh is visibility itself, if as Merleau-Ponty says, it is “a texture that returns to itself and conforms to itself,”
 taking the structure of this return as recursive allows us to see how the flesh that is visibility is a “style of being.”  Indeed, it allows us to see how this style characterizes life itself.  In its most general aspect, this style is that of an action being conditioned by conditions it results in.  So understood, the recursive style is perfectly universal.  It applies to every being as it interacts with the world.  Thus, taken as recursion, the intertwining that Merleau-Ponty designated as flesh applies to the world itself.  Its universality is such that it is the “flesh of the world.”
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